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the second time he was not so fortunate and broke
an arm. When he was fourteen, walking one day to
Saint-Germain, he decided that it was much too
commonplace to use the Seine ferry, and proposed to
swim the river. " I tied my shoes at the back of my
neck with my garters," he says, " I stuffed my shirt
and stockings into my hat, which I kept on my head,
and cast myself into the river, swimming with one
hand, while with the other I held aloft at the end of a
stick my coat, vest and breeches. But my powers were
not equal to my enterprise. I reached the bank after
much effort; but I had swallowed a lot of water, and
so had my clothes, which were wringing wet. I had to
hang my drenched garments on some nearby trees,
while I walked about in a state of nature until they had
dried in the sun. That was sixty-five years ago," he
adds humorously, " and I had not dreamt of my
membership of the Academy."
So, if we do not know much of those childhood days,
we at least have a very good idea of the kind of boy
who was father to the man. In long walks through the
woods of Saint-Germain and Marly, in horseriding,
fencing, and other sports, he was building up that
powerful physique which stood him in good stead until
he was over eighty.
At the age of eighteen De Lesseps left college; but
while completing his studies he worked for two years in
the commissary department of the army so as not to be
a burden to his people. A salary of two hundred
francs a month was a very useful income for a young
student. He fully intended to follow the family career,
and he was very proud at the age of twenty to be given